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Documents Made Public Showing Large-scale Fbi
Surveillance Of Over 100 Groups Opposed To U.S. Cenam
Policy
by Deborah Tyroler
Category/Department: General
Published: Friday, January 29, 1988
On Jan. 27, documents made public by the Center for Constitutional Rights (a New York-based
public interest attorney group) showed that for over five years the FBI conducted extensive
surveillance of hundreds of US citizens and groups opposed to the Reagan administration's Central
America policies. A detailed story on this affair appeared in the Jan. 27 issue of the Boston Globe.
The Center said that the FBI began its investigation in 1981 after allegations that members of the
Committee in Solidarity with the People of El Salvador (CISPES) were involved in providing military
assistance to the Salvadoran rebels. The investigation spread beyond CISPES and involved 138 other
organizations, including Amnesty International, and dozens of church and labor groups. Mentioned
in the documents were the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, the Roman Catholic
Maryknoll Sisters in Chicago, students at Florida State University, and the United Automobile
Workers in Cleveland. Whether FBI investigations continue is not clear. The FBI has never "had
nor ever found any information to support" the premise that CISPES members were linked to
terrorists in El Salvador or anywhere else, said the Center in a written statement. The Center
represented CISPES in a lawsuit seeking the FBI documents, and the documents made available this
week were released as part of a settlement. According to Center, the FBI investigations eventually
involved 52 of its bureau's 59 field offices around the country. The center reportedly continues to
seek thousands of pages of other documents from the bureau. Since 1981, the FBI campaign has
also included the use of undercover agents, surveillance of peace demonstrations throughout the
country, and informers. The Center charged that FBI activities violated the civil rights of persons
opposed to administration foreign policy. *Some items mentioned in the documents include: the
Bureau office in Dallas planned in 1983 to "introduce" an undercover agent into the Dallas CISPES
office; in a teletype to FBI headquarters, an agent in New Orleans says it is "imperative at this time
to formulate some plan of attack on Cispes"; an agent in the Bureau's Philadelphia office provided
FBI headquarters with a list of names of a dozen groups "actively involved" in demonstrations,
seminars, marches "regarding the US intervention in Central America." Among them was a hospital
workers' union. [FBI officials have previously acknowledged that the Bureau recruited an informer,
Frank Varelli, a native of El Salvador, to join Cispes. Varelli later told congressional investigators
about his FBI involvement and charged that Bureau agents were involved in break-ins at the Cispes
office in May 1983 and the homes of Cispes members. According to government officials, the
documents made public on Jan. 27 provided no new evidence on the allegations by Varelli, whose
credibility has been challenged by the FBI and some congresspersons.] *In a statement, the FBI
said it had conducted a surveillance campaign, but that the campaign was legal, based on reports
of "alleged criminal activity." The nature of this "activity" was not mentioned. *Spokesperson
for the Center, Ann Mari Buitrago, said the documents demonstrated a revival of the discredited
policies of J. Edgar Hoover, whose illegal surveillance efforts directed against liberal groups were
exposed in the 1970s. *Rep. Don Edwards (D-Calif.), of the House Judiciary Subcommittee on
Civil and Constitutional Rights which oversees the FBI, said: "There may have been a proper
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basis for the investigation initially. But it just got out of hand. What troubles us is the scope of the
investigation." [FBI agents are currently permitted to begin undercover criminal investigations
only when they have substantial reason to suspect violations of federal law. Rules are reportedly
somewhat looser in cases of suspected international terrorism. The precise guidelines for initiating
Bureau investigations of terrorism are classified.] (Basic data from New York Times, 01/28/88;
Univision-Mexico City, 01/27/88)
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